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Traditionally, women have comprised a small 
percentage of the prison population in the United 
States and therefore, have not been a major focus in 
criminological research (Anderson, 1980). Yet, in 
recent decades the female inmate population has grown 
at a rate far greater than that of males (American 
Correctional Association, 1990). Research has 
indicated that much of this increase is related to a rise 
in property crimes (DeCostanzo and Valente, 1984). 
However, a significant portion of female inmates are 
serving sentences for violent crimes as well. Goetting 
and Howsen (1983) found that 49 percent of female 
inmates compared to 56 percent of male inmates were 
serving time for violent crimes while another study 
found that 37 percent of incarcerated women were 
convicted of violent crimes (Crawford. I 988). Despite 
the substantial number of female inmates incarcerated 
for violent crimes, including murder, little is known 
about these women. 
The present study addresses the need to increase 
our understanding of women incarcerated for violent 
crimes, especially murder, by developing a profile of 
women incarcerated for murder in Oklahoma. 
Compared to the United States as a whole, Oklahoma 
has one of the highest per capita rates of female 
incarceration. While women represent only frve 
percent of the total prison population in the United 
States, they comprise twelve percent of Oklahoma's 
prison population (Oklahoma Department of 
Corrections, 1989). Survey data of female inmates in 
Oklahoma are utilized to study the demographic 
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characteristics as well as the current and past personal 
and family background factors of women incarcerated 
for murder. In addition, recommendations are offered 
to address the specific needs of women incarcerated for 
Murder. 
Literature Review 
In general, research focusing on understanding 
women incarcerated for murder is scant. However, 
studies that have been conducted to explore patterns of 
female homicide offenses, have found that women 
offenders are more likely to kill a lover than other 
victim categories and, like males, females are 
influenced by a culture of violence (Wilbanks, 1983) . 
Such research asserts that violent crime among women 
must be analyzed within its social, political, and 
economic context (Edwards, 1986). For example, 
Daniel and Kashani (1983) discuss sociological and 
environmental factors that may contribute individually 
or collectively to the causation of crime. They note 
that a majority of female violent crimes are 
intrafamilial and related to life experiences. Thus, it is 
important to understand the personal and family 
characteristics of women who commit violent crimes. 
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Consistent with Daniel and Kasbani's (1983) focus 
on the effects of environmental factors on female 
homicide, research indicates that there are increasing 
reports of the number of women in prison for killing 
their abusive husbands (Mann, 1988; Browne, 1987). 
It has been estimated that from 40 to 78 percent of 
women who killed their husbands or boyfriends may 
have been abused (Ewing, 1987). However, abuse is 
not the only environmental or background factor 
related to homicide among women. Carlen (1988) 
notes that factors related to women's criminality in 
general include poverty, being in foster or state care as 
a child or teenager, drugs, and the quest for excitement 
Also, female homicide may be related to a broader 
criminal history. For example, Mann (1988) analyzed 
145 cases of homicide where the victims had been 
sexually intimate with the offenders. She notes that 30 
percent of these women had records of previous arrests 
for violent crimes such as assault, battery, and weapons 
charges. 
In regard to demographic characteristics, one study 
examined 135 female inmates incarcerated for Murder 
in Florida prisons and found that the average female 
incarcerated for Murder was 35 or older, poorly 
educated, bad few job skills, and in prison was 
generally placid, withdrawn, and nonassertive (Biggers, 
1979). Mann's (1988) study found that in reference to 
women who killed their spouse or boyfriend, the 
relationship was most often common law, the woman 
and the victim were usually nonwhite, and alcohol or 
other drugs were involved in the circumstances of the 
killing. 
To further develop an understanding of female 
homicide offenders, the following report provides a 
profile of women incarcerated for Murder in 
Oklahoma. In light of previous research, special 
attention is given to family background factors, 
experiences of emotional, physical and sexual abuse, 
and problems with alcohol and other drugs. 
Methods 
The preliminary research that supported this 
project was conducted by the Project for Recidivism 
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Research and Female Inmate Training (PRRFIT). 
PRRFIT is a multi-disciplinary research project 
designed to conduct a longitudinal study of the factors 
that promote recidivism among female offenders. In 
1991 surveys were administered to inmates at the two 
primary prison facilities for women in Oklahoma, 
Mabel Bassett Correctional Center in Oklahoma City 
(Site 1) and Dr. Eddie Warrior Correctional Center in 
Taft (Site 2). Inmates in these two facilities represent 
the majority of all incarcerated women in Oklahoma. 
At Mabel Bassett Correctional Center 267 inmates were 
surveyed representing 82 percent of the prison 
population. Mabel Basset Correctional Center is the 
only maximum security facility for women in 
Oklahoma and also houses medium and minimum 
security inmates. The average daily population at 
Mabel Bassett Correctional Center is over 300 inmates, 
and the population was 325 inmates at the time our 
survey was administered. At Site 2, 282 inmates 
representing 81.5 percent of the prison population were 
surveyed for a combined total of 549 respondents. 
Before administering the surveys, two pilot tests 
were conducted. The first was administered to three 
paroled subjects with a history of recidivism and the 
second was conducted with a sample of twenty inmates 
from Mabel Bassett Correctional Center. Significant 
revisions based on these pilot tests were made. The 
fmal survey consisted of 142 questions including both 
closed and open-ended items. The survey inquired 
about demographic infonnation, family, economic 
status, self-image, criminal history, history of abuse, 
drug problems and treatment, health, and program 
needs.1 
In both women's prisons, the surveys were self-
administered in areas such as dining rooms, conference 
rooms, and inmates' donnitories or cells. Inmates 
received a preliminary orientation in which the 
researchers explained the purpose of the research and 
addressed their questions and concerns about 
participation. Assistance was provided to inmates who 
were illiterate, semi-literate, or who did not speak 
English as their first language. Researchers were given 
access to all of these areas during the time the women 
were completing the survey, and freely mingled with 
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the inmates and correctional staff which provided the 
opportunity to conduct detailed field observations to 
inform our data analysis. 
Table 1: Personal Background Information 
For the present study, a subsample of70 inmates 
self-reporting that their current conviction was for 
Murder, Manslaughter, or Accomplice to Murder is 
analyzed. The profile was developed by providing 
basic descriptive information and comparing the 
subsample to the remaining sample of inmates 
incarcerated for offenses other than Murder (N=479). 
Personal Background Information 
Personal background information for women 
offenders is provided in Table I. Both Murder 
offenders and women incarcerated for other crimes had 
a median age of 31 years. Compared to other 
offenders, women incarcerated for Murder were more 
likely to be Caucasian (59.7 percent versus 43.0 
percent) or Native American (20.9 percent versus 8.2 
percent) and less likely to be African-American (16.4 
percent versus 44.6 percent). A significant proportion 
of Murder offenders had less than a high school 
education (28.6 percent) though the proportion of non-
completion was higher for other offenders (36.5 
percent). Thirty-four percent of Murder offenders had 
completed high school while 28.6 percent had post-
high school training, and 8.6 percent had completed 
college. 
In regard to their fmancial situation prior to 
incarceration, the fmdings indicate that a significant 
portion of Murder offenders (27.1 percent) as well as 
other offenders (28.4 percent) were receiving welfare 
at the time of incarceration. However, Murder 
offenders were less likely to have been the sole 
provider for their household (48.6 percent) compared 
to other offenders (63.3 percent). Also, Murder 
offenders were more likely than other offenders to have 
reported that they were middle class (48.5 percent 
versus 40.4 percent) and less likely to have reported 
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versus 34.6 percent). A significant proportion of 
Murder offenders (32.9 percent) and other offenders 
(34.9 percent) reported that they had their first child 
during their teen years. 
Murder offenders reported that they were only 
slightly older (23 years) at the time of their first arrest 
than other offenders (21 years), and both groups 
reported a median age of 26 years at first arrest. 
Compared to other offenders, fewer Murder offenders 
reported having been arrested before age 18 for a 
misdemeanor (16.0 percent versus 29.2 percent) or a 
felony (12.7 percent versus 21.0 percent), and they 
were less likely to have spent time in a juvenile facility 
(20.3 percent versus 25.5 percent). Other women 
offenders also were more likely than Murder offenders 
to have been arrested after age 18 for a misdemeanor 
(41.4 percent versus 21.3 percent), to have been 
arrested more than once after age 18 for a felony (58.8 
percent versus 18.0 percent), or to have been 
incarcerated two or more times (44.9 percent versus 
12.2 percent). However, the differences between those 
incarcerated for Murder and other offenders were 
probably due to the longer sentences being served by 
Murder offenders reducing the opportunities for 
recidivism. As indicated in Table 1, the median 
number of years spent in a correctional facility was 14 
years for Murder offenders and one year for other 
offenders. 
Family Background Information 
As reported in Table 2, women incarcerated for 
Murder and other offenders were similar in regard to 
family background demographic characteristics. For 
both groups, over one-third of the respondents report 
that during childhood, their financial status was poor or 
lower-middle class, while about 40 percent report 
middle class, and slightly less than one-fourth indicated 
an upper- middle class status. Both groups came from 
fairly large families with over half reporting that they 
were raised with three or more siblings. A significant 
portion of both groups (approx. 50 percent) reported 
that they made several geographic moves during their 
childhood ( 4 or more) and 29 percent of those 
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incarcerated for Murder made more than nine moves 
before age eighteen. 
Table 2: Family Background Information 
i ndividual 
Individual i ncarceration 
Incarceration For O ther 
For Murder Offenses 
Description (N=70) (N=479) 
Self classification 
before age 18 
poorllower-mid. class 35.7% 36.0% 
middle class 41.4% 39.2% 
upper-midl upper 22.9% 24.8% 
class 
Number of siblings 
0 13.4% 11.4% 
1-2 32.8% 32.0% 
3+ 53.8% 56.6% 
# of geographic moves 
priorto age 18 
0-3 50.7% 49.4% 
4-9 20.3% 28.3% 
>9 29.0% 22.3% 
Physically abused prior 
to age 18 
never 48.5% 63.6% 
occasionally 22.1% 20.0% 
frequently 29.4% 16.4% 
Emotionally abused 
prior to age 18 
never 50.0% 55.4% 
occasionally 21.9% 20.5% 
frequently 28.1% 24.1% 
Sexual abuse/rape prior 
to age 18 
never 62.2% 56.9% 
once 13.6% 18.0% 
2-10 times 12.1% 13.5% 
> 10 times 12.1% 11.6% 
Though the two groups were similar in 
demographic family characteristics, they varied 
somewhat in regard to background family abuse. Over 
one-half of Murder offenders reported that they were 
. ... . -
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physically abused during childhood compared to a 
significant but lower proportion of other offenders (36 
percent). Moreover, 29.4 percent of Murder offenders 
compared to 16.4 percent of others reported frequent 
abuse. Women incarcerated for Murder were slightly 
more likely than others to have reported having 
experienced emotional abuse during childhood (50 
percent versus 44.6 percent) and were slightly more 
likely to have been frequently emotionally abused (28.1 
percent versus 24.1 percent). Significant numbers from 
both groups reported that they were sexually abused or 
raped before age 18 with about one-fourth from each 
group indicating that they were victimized two or more 
times. 
Table 3: ·Current Family Characteristics 
Current Family Characteristics 
Table 3 presents information regarding inmates' 
current family characteristics. Women incarcerated for 
Murder were less likely than other offenders to be 
married (28.6 percent versus 38.6 percent). However, 
approximately 80 percent of both groups had children. 
Of those with minor children, 14.3 percent of Murder 
offenders compared to 21.9 percent of others did not 
assist in deciding where their children would be placed. 
Approximately 12 percent of women from both groups 
indicated that their parental rights had been revoked. 
Murder offenders were less likely than others to report 
that their children had problems with the law (8.6 
percent versus 15.4 percent). 
Murder offenders and others varied in regard to 
visitation. While almost one-half of other offenders 
reported that they never saw their children, only 18.7 
percent of Murder offenders reported the same. 
Murder offenders were more likely than other offenders 
to have seen their children occasionally (31.2 percent 
versus 11.1 percent) or often (29.2 percent versus 19.0 
percent). However, despite the between group 
differences, it should be noted that the percent of 
inmates who never or seldom saw their children was 
substantial for both groups. Women incarcerated for 
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received visits from other family members occasionally 
(21.7 percent versus 13.6 percent) or often (30.0 
percent and 19.6 percent). 
Emotional and Physical Health 
Table 4 presents information regarding the 
emotional and physical health of the inmates. While 
about 67 percent of both groups reported alcohol use 
before incarceration, only 28.6 percent of Murder 
offenders and even fewer other offenders (20 percent) 
indicated that they had a problem with alcohol. 
Slightly fewer Murder inmates compared to others 
received treatment for alcohol problems prior to 
incarceration (11.4 percent versus 15.0 percent) but 
more received treatment after incarceration (22.9 
percent versus 17.3 percent). Substantially fewer 
Murder offenders than others reported drug use before 
incarceration (48.6 percent versus 63.5 percent) though 
the percentages were high for both groups. Likewise, 
fewer Murder inmates than others reported having a 
problem with drugs (25.7 percent versus 42.2 percent). 
Twenty-one percent of Murder inmates received 
treatment for drug problems both before and after 
incarceration while about 28 percent of other offenders 
did so. 
In regard to emotional problems, 28.6 percent of 
Murder inmates indicated that they bad received 
counseling for emotional problems before incarceration 
compared to 24 percent of other inmates. However, 
after incarceration more than twice the percentage of 
Murder offenders (34.3 percent) compared to other 
offenders ( 15.0 percent) received counseling for 
emotional problems. The two groups were similar in 
their perceptions of locus of control. On a scale of one 
to five, with five representing that the respondent feels 
that events in her life were within her control, both 
groups have a mean of 3.1. Also, the groups had 
similar mean levels of self-esteem (21.7 vs 22.1) 
measured by a five item scale ranging from 5 to 25 
with high scores indicating higher levels of self-esteem. 
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Table 4: Emotional and Physical Health 
Individual 
Individual Incarcenud 
lnc:an:enlud For For Other OITeoses 
Murder (N-70) (N .... 79) 
Dauiptioa 
Ofteo used aleobol before 
incarceration 67.1% 67.2% 
Self-reported problem with 
aleobol 28.6% 20.0'!. 
Received counseling for aleohol 
problem before in<atCemion 
11.4% 15.0'1. 
Received counseling for alcohol 
problem while incatea'l!ed 
22.9"!. 17.3~. 
Ofteo used drugs befo~ 
incarceration 48.6% 63.5% 
Do you have a problem with 
drugs 25.7% 42.2'!. 
Received eounseling for drug 
problem before incarceration 21.4% 27.8% 
Received counseling for drug 
problem while inw=aled 21.4% 27.6% 
Received eowueling for 
emotio.W problem before 
incarceration 2.8,6~o 24.0'!. 
Received counseling for 
emotio.W problem while 
incarcerated 34.3% 15.0% 
Locus of oontrol (mean) 3. 1% 3. 1% 
Self-est<cm (mean) 21.7% 22. 1% 
Had pbysieal health problems 
before incarccntion 38.6% 34.2'!. 
Had physieal health problems 
while inearcenu:d 60.0'!. 47.6% 
Received crea~ment for 
problems 
Allor most S3.S% 34.8% 
Some 8.9"1. 7.6% 
Few or none 25.0'1. 30.9"/o 
No problems 12.6% 26.7% 
A significant percentage of Murder inmates 
reported that they had physical health problems prior to 
incarceration (38.6 percent) and that the proportion had 
risen to 60.0 percent after incarceration. While over 
one-half of the Murder inmates reported that all of their 
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medical problems received treatment, one-fourth 
reported that they had received treatment for few or 
none of their problems. Similarly, 31 percent of other 
inmates reported that few or none of their medical 
problems had received treatment. 
Discussion 
While there is wide variation among female 
inmates incarcerated for Murder, the information 
presented above provides a general profile of the 
characteristics of these offenders. On average, females 
incarcerated for Murder were 31 years of age, 
Caucasian, divorced with two children, had a high 
school degree or equivalent, and classified themselves 
as middle class. The majority were raised in what they 
defmed as middle class families with three or more 
siblings. The majority also reported that they were 
occasionally or frequently abused physically and 
emotionally during childhood and during adulthood. 
On average, Murder offenders were 23 years of age at 
first arrest and 26 years at first incarceration. 
According to self-reports, the majority were not 
arrested prior to age 18 nor were they arrested more 
than once for a felony after age 18. They had spent a 
median of 14 years in prison. 
Though not typical of the majority of Murder 
offenders, characteristics shared by a significant 
portion of the inmates should also be recognized. Over 
one-fourth of the inmates incarcerated for Murder 
considered themselves to be poor or lower-middle class 
prior to incarceration and were receiving welfare. 
Nearly one-third were teen mothers. Though not as 
high as the percentage suffering physical and emotional 
abuse, 38 percent of the Murder inmates reported that 
they had been sexually abused during childhood, and 
40 percent reported the same for adulthood. The 
majority of inmates used alcohol before incarceration, 
and nearly 50 percent used other drugs. Approximately 
on~ fourth report that they had a problem with alcohol 
and/or other drugs. 
The average female inmate incarcerated for 
Murder was similar to other inmates on several 
characteristics .including age, demographic family 
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background factors, age at first arrest and incarceration, 
use of alcohol, and self-esteem. There were also 
several differences between the groups. Those 
incarcerated for Murder were more likely to be white, 
to have had a high school education or higher, and to 
have been middle class, and were less likely to have 
been the sole support for their household. They were 
less likely to be married and were less likely to have 
had three or more children. They were less likely to 
have reported that their children had had trouble with 
the law. Also of significance were the reported 
differences in visitation. Those incarcerated for 
Murder were far more likely to have received visits 
from their children (81.3 percent versus 51.8 percent), 
and other family members (80 percent versus 53.8 
percent) and those visits were more likely to have been 
frequent. Murder offenders were less likely to have 
been arrested as a juvenile or to have spent time in a 
juvenile facility. 
Substantial differences appeared in regard to 
abuse. Women incarcerated for Murder were more 
likely than others to have reported that they were 
physically abused as children (51.5 percent vs 36.4 
percent) and that the abuse occurred frequently (29.4 
percent versus 16.4 percent). While the majority of all 
offenders reported that they had been physically abused 
as adults, the percentages were slightly higher for 
Murder offenders (73.8 percent versus 68.8 percent) 
and substantially higher for frequent abuse ( 40 percent 
versus 25 percent). The trends were similar for 
emotional abuse though the differences were less 
dramatic. One primary difference was in the area of 
frequent emotional abuse, with 39.1 percent ofMurder 
offenders having reported frequent abuse compared to 
25.6 percent of other offenders. In regard to sexual 
abuse, the reported frequencies were fairly similar for 
the two groups, with Murder offenders somewhat less 
likely to have been abused during childhood (37.8 
percent) than other offenders (43.1 percent). However, 
28.8 percent of Murder offenders reported that they 
were sexually abused two or more times during 
adulthood compared to 21.9 percent of other offenders. 
Thus, it appeared that while most offenders 
experienced some abuse during childhood and a clear 
-,r.• 
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majority experienced abuse in adulthood, women 
incarcerated for Murder were more likely to have 
experienced this abuse frequently. 
Differences also existed with respect to the use of 
alcohol and other drugs. Compared to other inmates, 
women incarcerated for Murder were more likely to 
report that they had a problem with alcohol but were 
less likely to have reported that they bad used other 
drugs (48.6 percent versus 63.5 percent) or that they 
had a problem with drugs (25.7 percent versus 42.2 
percent). Possibly due to the increased period of 
incarceration, Murder offenders were more likely to 
have experienced health problems during incarceration 
(60 percent versus 47.6 percent). 
Recommendations 
Though women incarcerated for Murder were 
more likely to have had a high school degree and were 
more likely to have been middle class than other 
offenders, efforts nevertheless need to be targeted in 
the area of education and job training. Over one-fourth 
of Murder inmates lacked a high school education and 
less than 40 percent had specific vocational or post 
high-school education. Therefore, for those inmates 
who will potentially be released, it is essential that they 
receive education and training for adequate 
employment outside of prison. This is especially 
important given that almost 80 percent have children 
and less than one-third were married. Because a 
significant portion of offenders may be single parents 
if released, programs to enhance parenting skills also 
are warranted. Given the higher rate of child visitation 
for Murder offenders compared to other offenders, 
these programs may be especially applicable for this 
group. 
Programs to counsel abuse victims should 
recognize the uniqueness of Murder offenders. Though 
the majority of all offenders had experienced abuse, 
Murder offenders were more likely to have been 
abused in childhood; and both during childhood and 
adulthood this abuse had been more frequent. Thus, it 
should be recognized that the effects of this abuse may 
be especially . significant for Murder offenders. 
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Compared to other inmates, Murder offenders were 
more likely to have received treatment for emotional 
problems prior to incarceration (28.6 percent versus 
24.0 percent) and during incarceration (34.3 percent 
versus 15.0 percent). It should be noted however, that 
within the total sample, participation in such treatment 
programs was not significantly related to emotional 
health in terms of self-esteem (Hardesty, Hardwick, & 
Thompson, 1993). It is imperative that existing 
treatment programs be evaluated and reformed to take 
into consideration the offender's background and 
personal history. Counseling may be one of the most 
valuable tools to address the needs of female inmates in 
general, and especially those with a history of abuse 
and drug problems. The need to develop 
comprehensive counseling programs must not ignored. 
While 67 percent of the women incarcerated for 
Murder reported that they used alcohol prior to 
incarceration, and almost one-half used other drugs; 
less than one-fourth had received counseling for 
alcohol or other drugs while incarcerated. Moreover, 
as mentioned above, participation in such programs 
was not related to emotional health measured as self-
esteem for the total sample (Hardesty, Hardwick, & 
Thompson, 1993). Open-ended items asking how 
inmates felt about the alcohol and other drug treatment 
programs in which they participated during 
incarceration provided mixed responses. A significant 
portion reported favorable responses, and yet many felt 
that the programs did not meet their specific needs. 
Several inmates provided recommendations for 
improving the treatment programs. Again, these 
programs need to be evaluated to ensure that they take 
into consideration the offender's background and 
personal history. Due to the high levels of frequent 
abuse in the case of women incarcerated for Murder, it 
is imperative that treatment programs take into account 
the relationship between emotional problems and 
substance abuse, treating the individuals holistically. 
It is essential that such programs use culturally 
appropriate models that are designed specifically for 
women offenders. 
Because women incarcerated for Murder had 
higher rates of frequent family visitation, this should be 
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considered a resource for this particular group. Strong 
family support networks can be used in the 
implementation of emotional and substance abuse 
treatment programs to provide more effective, holistic 
programs. 
Finally, due to their longer periods of 
incarceration, special attention must be paid to the 
health problems of Murder offenders. Sixty percent of 
women incarcerated for Murder compared to 47.6 
percent of other women, reported that they experienced 
health problems while incarcerated. While 54 percent 
reported that they had received treatment for all or most 
of their health problems, one-fourth reported that they 
had received treatment for few or none of their 
problems. Given the high rates of physical problems it 
may be important for health treatment programs to 
emphasize prevention. Also, special attention must be 
paid to the specific preventive health needs of women, 
such as mammography to detect breast cancer. It is 
imperative that adequate treatment be provided to all 
inmates for their physical problems. 
While group differences existed between women 
incarcerated for Murder and other inmates, it should be 
noted that in general they were more similar than 
different. This report has intentionally drawn out 
differences to help target program interventions. Most 
programmatic interventions would be equally 
beneficial for both groups. However, by noting the 
differences that do exist it may be possible to sensitize 
practitioners to group differences that may aid in 
tailoring programs for maximum effectiveness and 
relevancy. 
1. A complete copy of the survey used for the 
present study is available from the Oklahoma 
Department of Corrections. Twenty questions 
regarding self-concept and religious attitudes 
were added to the questionnaire before it was 
administered at Site 2. However, these 
additional questions are not used in the 
present analysis. 
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